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Introduction   
  
This paper will provide an overview of a joint research initiative by the Queensland University of 
Technology in conjunction with the Australian Smart Services Cooperative Research Centre into 
the development and analysis of online communities (OLCs). This project aimed to create an 
exciting and innovative web space (Staywild.com.au) around the concept of adventure travel. 
  
This paper considers the literature on promoting and building online communities. It also 
discusses methods for promotion and encouraging participation. These methods emerged from 
the literature and the results of a Staywild user survey. In our research for this paper we found 
little work that focused on promoting and building OLCs for non-profit organisations. This paper 
thus contributes to the field in its work towards developing a standardised method of marketing 
and promotion that can be applied to niche non-profit communities. 
  
  
About Staywild  [Change slide] 
 
The Staywild website was designed as an experimental research platform to test current trends 
in OLCs. The goal was to establish an online community of up to 10,000 users within 12 months 
and use the findings from the associated research to examine the role of external applications,  
User-Generated Content, social networking media, community self-moderation and 
collaborative or co-editing software, in the building of online communities. 
 
Defining OLCs and Social Media  
  
Social media can be defined as: “A category of Internet-based resources that facilitate user 
participation and user-generated content” (Flynn 2012, 332). The growth of social media in 
recent years has had a significant impact on the way people communicate and interact. Rather 
than distancing people, the Internet has resulted in a wide range of strong, active communities. 
These online communities draw “together those with a strong existing, mutual interest” and 
provide “a shared space for the grassroots establishment or reinforcement of community” 
(Hodkinson 2011, 259). 
  
General OLC literature [change slide] 
  
  
Online Communities – Why? 
 
Ridings and Gelfen’s empirical research found that people joined OLCs for the following 
reasons: 
-          common interest (interested in the topic, but no desire for friendship or information 
exchange) 
-          technical (liked the technical aspects of the site) 
-          information exchange 
-          social support 
-          friendship 
-          entertainment (Ridings and Gefen 2004, 9-11) 
  
Similarly, Wang and Fesenmaier (2004) identify four benefits which drive people to participate in 
OLCs: 
-          Functional benefits (such as information, ability to make a transaction) 
-          Social benefits (such as help and support, socialising, exchanging ideas, forming 
relationships) 
-          Psychological benefits (such as a sense of belonging, identity expression, affiliation) 
-          Hedonic benefits (such as entertainment and enjoyment) (Wang and Fesenmaier 2004, 
711 - 712) 
  
  
How They Grow: Community Building [change slide] 
 
A sense of social belonging and identification with the community is critical for community 
growth (Qu and Lee 2011, 1962; Cothrel and Williams 1999, 57). Social belonging occurs when 
members are motivated by their shared needs (Qu and Lee 2011, 1962).  
 
Successful OLCs focussed on the needs of members.  
 
Successful community managers were/are members of the group they now facilitate. 
 
Some factors of a self-sustaining community include: community members with a high level of 
topic knowledge, comfort with the technology and access to superior infrastructure (Cothrel and 
Williams 1999, 58) 
 
Research Findings [change slide] 
 
The following research questions formed the focal point of research into OLC growth and 
promotion strategies, particularly in relation to niche non-profit communities: 
 
What innovative and low-cost promotion, publicity and marketing tools are effective in building a 
community of active, engaged users in niche, non-profit sectors? 
What factors motivate users to join and stay with a site of this kind? 
What external tools, such as collaborative editing and content co-creation, are effective in 
building the user-base of this site? 
What systems, tools and practices need to be in place before community self-moderation can 
be effective and sustainable? 
 
The intention was to gather primary research data through various quantitative and qualitative 
surveys of users in conjunction with ongoing monitoring of Staywild by researchers. Due to 
funding complications, the project has ceased, and many of the longer-term research objectives 
associated with the project are no longer possible. However, preliminary findings based on a 
survey of 50 new users testing the beta site generated important primary data on user 
involvement and collaborative contribution. 
 
Some of the survey questions relate specifically to travel forums (which social media sites are 
most commonly used and how regularly?). However, underneath the preliminary findings are 
insights into why people engage in online communities and how. This data can be applied to all 
niche non-profit OLCs. For example, more than 60% of respondents reportedly use Facebook 
more than once a day, and for over 57% of those surveyed integrating an OLC with social 
media sites such as Facebook is considered “very important”. In addition, for 84% of 
respondents the primary reason to use social media was to “stay in touch with family and 
friends”, and for 34% social media was very important in building and maintaining work-related 
networks. Therefore, if OLCs are able to incorporate Facebook into their platform there is a 
stronger likelihood that users stay involved in the online community and continue building upon 
friendships and other networks. 
 
Engagement in some form of OLC was also relatively high with 65% of those surveyed 
confirming that they had posted (in this case, travel) content online. However, the frequency of 
these posts were comparatively low with 46% posting content less than monthly. Facebook was 
the primary social media site which people used to post this content, highlighting once again the 
importance of integrating Facebook into online communities. Interestingly, the primary reasons 
given for posting content online (at least in relation to travel) was to “have a visible travel 
history” (56%), to “promote or share ... future travel plans” (52%) and “to receive feedback on ... 
travel stories” (52%). From this, it can be extrapolated that people wish to have a record of their 
contributions - for personal reflection and archiving, to keep others informed and “involved” in 
their plans and interests, and to receive feedback from like-minded people on their 
contributions. 
 
Other literature supports the importance of integrating Facebook into an OLC (How to Promote 
Online Communities 2008, Riding and Gefen 2004, 14, Weber 2009, 136) and having a 
Facebook page for promoting an OLC (Dunay and Krueger 2010; Neff 2011; Let’s get Digital 
2009; Metz Consulting 2004; Weber 2009, 83, 102, 205; How to Promote Online Communities 
2011). 
 
[change slide] 
Another important discovery from this research was in relation to Creative Commons and 
ownership of contributions. For 68% of respondents, it was either “very important” or “important” 
that Creative Commons Licensing be used to retain personal ownership of their content. This is 
a key finding as very few OLCs currently utilise Creative Commons and this may be a deciding 
factor as to whether people contribute to an OLC or not. 
 
Conclusion [change slide] 
 
As more and more non-profit groups turn to social media in an attempt to increase their user 
base, further research needs to be conducted to determine the most effective ways of 
maximising user engagement and site promotion. Preliminary surveys of Staywild users have 
highlighted two important factors - first, the need to utilise and incorporate well-established 
social media sites into OLC development. Sites such as Facebook have already become a daily 
ritual for many users and by streamlining people’s access points, non-profit sites potentially 
increase user engagement in their own OLCs. 
 
Second, an increasingly important issue for new non-profit sites is the use of and engagement 
with Creative Commons Licensing. While people are very willing to contribute content to various 
OLCs, they also expect to retain ownership and this may become a deciding factor in whether 
users continue to participate in OLCs.  
 
The inclusion of these two simple steps are low-cost yet highly effective ways of maximising site 
promotion and user engagement with non-profit online communities. 
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